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60 The >Em:.mun Revolution

The grand thesis of American history toward which Adams and Burke
were groping, not altogether blindly, was rounded off by Alexis de Tocqueville
a half-century after the Revolution. With one of his most brilliant flashes
of insight De Tocqueville revealed the unique nature of the American
Republic: “The great advantage of the Americans is that they have arrived
at a state of democracy without having to endure a democratic revolution”
o1, to state the thesis in terms of 1776, the Americans, unlike most revoly-
tionists in history, already enjoyed the liberty for which they were fighting.
The “real American Revolution” was over and done with before the Revolu-
tion began. The first revolution alone made the second possible.

My purpose . . . is to provide an extended -commentary in support
of Adams, Burke, and De Tocqueville—not that this gloricus threesome
needs support from anyone. I accept with practically no reservations the

notion that the American Revolution was wholly different in character
~and purpose from the French, Russian, and almost all other revolutions,

and I ascribe this difference largely to the plain truth that the Americans
had no need and thus no intention to “make the world over” By 1765
their world had already been made over as thoroughly as most sensible
men-—most sensible white men, to be sure—could ‘imagine or expect.
Americans had never known or had long since begun to abandon feudal
tenures, a privilege-ridden economy, centratized and despotic government,
religious intolerance, and hereditary stratification. Americans had achieved
and were prepared to defend with their blood a society more open, an
economy more fuid, a religion more tolerant, and a government more
popular than anything Europeans would know for decades to come. The
goal of the rebellious colonists was largely to consolidate; then expand

3 ty and prosperity that was

by cautious stages, ‘the large measure of liber
already part of their way of life. . . .

I think it necessary to point to four all-pervading features of the co-
lonial experience that were hastening the day of liberty, independence,
and democracy. Over only one of these massive forces did the colonists or
English authorities have the slightest degree of control, and the. political

wisdom that was needed to keep it in tight rein simply did not exist in
empires of that time,

I

The first ingredient of American liberty was the heritage from .,m:.mgmnm.
Burke acknowledged this “capital source” in words that his countrymen
could understand but apparently not act upon,

The people of the colonies are descendants of Englishmen. England, Sir, is a
n which still I hope respects, and formerly adored, :n_ﬂ freedom. The colonists
emigrated from you when this part of your character was most predominant; and
they took this bias and direction the moment they parted from your lands. They

natio
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are therefore not only devoted to liberty, but to liberty according to English ideas,
and on English principles.

“Wee humbly pray,” wrote the General Assembly of m.ﬁ._omm Island to
the Board of Trade in 1723, “that their Lordships will believe wee have
a Tincture of the ancient British Blood in our veines.” The no_o:_ﬂ.m :m.n_
considerably more than a tincture: at least seven in ten were English in
bloed, and wirtually all their institutions, nEannm.. ideas, and laws were
English in origin and inspiration. The first colonists had brought over
both the good and evil of seventeenth-century England. The good had
been toughened and in several instances improved; much of .zx." bad Jmn_
been jettisoned under frontier conditions. As a result of :.:m interaction
of heredity and environment, the nmmrnaasﬁr-nnsﬂzé. American was sim-
ply a special brand of Englishman. When it w_nmmnm him he could be more
English than the English, and when it pleased him most was any occurrence
in which questions of liberty and self-government were at issue. In a squabble
over the ‘question of a fixed salary between Governor .mewr Dudley and
the Massachusetts Assembly, the latter could state without any sense of
pretension: .

It hath been the Priviledge from Henry the third & confirmed by m.m..cma
the frst, & in all Reigns unto this Day, granted, & is now allowed to be the just &
unquestionable Right of the Subject, to raise when & dispase of ?”.z.w they see
Cause, any Sums of money by Consent of Parliament, the s”r_nb Priviledge We
her Majesty’s Loyal and Dutiful Subjects have lived in the Enjoym* of, & do hope
always to enjoy the same, under Our most gracious Queen Ann & mnnnnmuoa..mm
shall ever endeavour to discharge the Duty incumbent on us; w_..; humbly conceive
the Stating of perpetual Salaries not-agreable to her Majesty’s Interests in this
Province, but prejudicial to her Majesty's good Subjects.

Southerners were, if anything, more insistent. In 1735 the South Car-
olina legislature resolved:

That His Majesty's subjects .in this province are entitled to all the __._uu:_.mm
and privileges of Englishmen . . . [and] that the Commons House of Assembly in
South Carolina, by the laws of England and South Carolina, and mb.n_nzn usage and
custom, have all the rights and privileges pertaining to Money bills that are en-
joyed by the British House of Commons. i :

And the men of the frontier, who were having the same trouble s.&:
assemblies that assemblies were having with governors, made the echo ring.

Ist. We apprehend, as Free-Men and m:w:mr Subjects, a.n _:qu an indis-
putable Title to the same Privileges and Immunities with his Majesty's other Sub-
jects, who reside in the interior Counties of Philadelphia, Chester and Bucks, and
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84 The American Revolution

months pass, between the order and the execution; and the want of a speedy ex-
planation of a single point is enough to defeat a whole system. . . . In large bodies,
the circulation of power must be less vigorous at the extremities. Nature has said

it .. . This is the immutable condition, the eternal law, of extensive and detached
empire. ’

This harsh fact of geography, the remoteness of the colonies, squared
the difference between imperial purpose and colonial aspiration. The early
colonists, thrown willy-nilly on their own devices, developed habits of self-
government and passed them on to their descendants. The descendants, still
just as far if not farther from London, fell naturally into an attitude of pro-
vincialism well suited to their condition but comrosive of empire. The lack of
contact between one colony and another, the result of distance and unbe-
lievably bad roads, allowed cach to develop on its own. The diversity in
character of the key colonies of Virginia, Massachusetts, New York, and
Pennsylvania made 2 mockery of any notion of uniform imperial policy.

Worst of all from the imperial point of view, the ill effects of the in-
consistency, inefficiency, corruption, stupidity, arrogance, and ignorance dis-
played to some degree at all times and to a perilous degree at some times by
the English authorities were doubled and redoubled by. the rolling seas and
passing months. English laxity in enforcing the Navigation Acts and colonial
habits of disobeying them were one instance of the extent to which three
thousand miles of ocean could water down a policy of strict control. The tech-
nique of royal disallowance, which seemed so perfectly designed to keep the
colonial assemblies in check, was likewise weakened by the mere fact of dis-
tance. For example, the disallowance in 1706 of two New Hampshire judiciary
acts passed in 1699 and 1701 was never reported properly to the province, and
the judiciary in that colony continued to function under these laws for a half
century. And the royal governor, the linchpin of empire, was a far more
accommodating fellow in Boston or Charleston than he appeared in his com-
missions and instructions issued from London. A governor like Sir Matthew
Johnson of North Carolina, whose reports to the Board of Trade went astray
four years in a row, could not have been much of a buffer against colonial
urges to independence. When we realize that no regular mail-service of any
kind existed until 1755, and that war disrupted communications more than
one-third of the time between 1689 and 1763, we can understand how the
ocean was at once a highway to freedom and a barrier to imperialism. Rarely
in history have the laws of geopolitics worked so powerfully for liberty.

Had Burke ever lived in the colonies, he might have listed still another
...nn_u:m_ source” to explain the rise of liberty in America, and thus have an-
ticipated Frederick Jackson Turner and his celebrated thesis. We need not g0
all the way with Tumer—“American demoeracy is fundamentally the out-
come of the experiences of the American people in dealing with the West”—
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to acknowledge the significance of the frontier in early American history.
Whatever the extent of that influence in the nineteenth century, in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries——when America was one vast frontier and
perhaps one in three Americans a frontiersman at some time in his life—it
was clearly of the first importance. If we may take the word “frontier” to
mean not only the line of farthest settlement to the west, but also the prim-
itive conditions of life and thought which extended throughout the colonies
in the seventeenth century and continued to prevail in many areas east of the
Appalachians during most of the eighteenth, we may point to at least a half-
dozen indications of the influence of the American environment.

First, the frontier impeded the transfer to America of outworn attitudes
and institutions. The wilderness frustrated completely such attempts to plant
feudalism in America as the schemes of Sir Ferdinando Gorges and the still-
born Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, and everywhere archaic laws
and customs were simplified, liberalized, or rudely abandoned. In the matter.
of church-state relations the frontier was especially influential as a decentral-
izing and democratizing force. The positive result of this process of slonghing
off the old wayvs was an increase in mobility, experimentation, and self-reliance
among the settlers. o .

The wilderness demanded of those who would conquer it that they
spend their lives in unremitting toil. Unable to devote any sizable part of their
energies to government, the settlers insisted that government let them alone
and perform its severely limited tasks at the amateur level. The early Amer-
ican definition of liberty as freedom front government was given added popu-
larity and meaning by frontier conditions. It was a new and invigorating
experience for tens of thousands of Englishmen, Germans, and Scotch-Irish
to be able to build a home where they would at last be “let alone.™

The frontier produced, in ways that Turner and his followers have made
cledr, a new kind of individual and new doctrines of individualism. The wil-
derness did not of itself create democracy; indeed, it often encouraged the
growth of ideas and institutions hostile to it. But it did help produce some of
the raw materials of American democracy—self-reliance, social fluidity, sim-
phicity, equality, dislike of privilege, optimisin, and devotion to liberty. At the
same time, it emphasized. the importance of voluntary co-operation. The
group, too, had its uses on the frontier, whether for defense or bam-raising or
cornhusking. The phrases “free association,” “mutual subjection,” and “the
consent of the governed” were given new content in the wilderness.

Next, the fact that wages were generally higher and working conditions

better in the colonies than in England did much to advance the cause of lib-

erty. The reason for this happy condition was a distinct shortage of labor, and -

a prime reason for the shortage was land for the asking. The frontier popula- !

tion was made up of thousands of men who had left the seaboard to toil for

themselves in the great forest. The results of this constant migration were -

as important for the seaboard as they were for the wilderness.
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68 The American w.n.\or.:_.n.n

was the result of such intermarriage as took place in colonial times. Nor were
all the ingredients yet in the pot; the essential racial (Teutonic-Celtic) and
religious {Protestant) unity of the population must not be overlooked.

The arrival of non-English immigrants did much to weaken the lold of
the mother country. The newcomer wanted to be as loyal as anyone else, but
his allegiance to the Crown could have little real emotional content. The Ger-
mans were inclined to be conservatively neutral about English dominion; the
Scots and Irish were, for all the loyal humility that oozed from their petitions,
innately hostile to the Georges and their agents. They lacked, as one traveler
put it, the “same filial attachment” to England “which her own immediate
oftspring have.”

Next, the influx of aliens did much to strengthen the Protestant, dis-
senting, individualistic character of colonial religion. The Presbyterian, Lu-
theran, Baptist, and German Pietist churches were the chief beneficiaries of
this- immigration. The numbers and enthusiasm of these dissenting Broups

gave a tremendous lift to the cause of religious liberty in the colonies south
of Pennsylvania. .

The eighteenth-century immigrants helped democratize the political
institutions that had been brought over from England and put to work in the
wilderness. This was especially true of the Scotch-Irish, whose only quarrel
with the representative governments of their adopted colonies was that they
were not tepresentative enough. The Cermans were inclined to be politically
passive; their major contribution to the coming democracy was the support
they brought to the middle-class creed of industry, frugality, and self-reliance.
‘The Scotch-lrish, on the other hand, were more politically conscious. If the
controlling groups of the coastal counties refused to honor their legitimate
claims to participation in public life, this rebuff served only to make their
radicalism more insistent. They had little intention of altering the English-
American scheme of government, but they did mean to show the world how
demacratic it could be. The sentiments of “leveling republicanism” were espe-
“cially active ga the Scotch-Irish frontier; here the “real American Revolution”
went on apace. . :

Finally, the mere volume of immigration from Germany and Ireland
had a pronounced effect on colonial life. The swarming of these industrious
peoples made possible the remarkable expansion in territory and population
that marked the eighteenth century in America. Tf the Scotch-Irishman was
America’s typical frontiessman, the German was its typical farmer; and be-
tween them they made it possible for cities like Philadelphia and towns like
Lancaster to grow and flourish. Though they were men of different natures,
both sought the same blessing, “And what but LiperTY, charming LiBERTY, iS

the resistless Magnet that attracts so many different Nations into that flourish-
ing Colony?” . ..

o A e AL e

A Revolution to Conserve 69

The Second American Revolution Succeeds the First

On March 22, 1765, George III gave his royal assent to the Stamp Act, a
stick of imperial dynamite so harmless in appearance that it had passed both
houses of Parliament as effortlessly as “a common Turnpike Bill.” Eleven

- years later, July 2, 1776, the Continental Congress resolved after “the greatest

and most solemn debate”: :

That these United Colonies are, and, of right, ought to be, Free and Independent
States; that they are absolved from all allegiauce to the British crown, and that all

political connexion between them, and the state of Great Britain, is, and ought to
be totally dissolved. _ .

In the tumultuous years between these two fateful acts the American
colonists, at least a sufficient number of them, stumbled and haggled their

- way to a heroic decision: to found a new and independent nation upon
_political and social principles that were a standing reproach to almost every

other nation in the world. Not for another seven years could they be certain
that their decision had been sound as well as bold; only then would the
mother country admit reluctantly that the new nation was a fact of life rather
than an act of treason. The colonists were to learn at Brooklyn and Valley
Forge that it was one thing to resolve for independence and another to
achieve it. : ‘

Yet the resolution for independence, the decision to fight as a :m.nmmn:n

“and equal” people rather than as a loose association of remenstrating colonials,

was as much the climax of a revolution as the formal beginning of one, and
it is this revolution—the “real American Revolution”—that 1 have sought to
describe. . . . By way of conclusion, I would think it useful to point briefly to
those developments in the decade after 1765 that speeded up and brought to
bloady nosoﬂcao,: “this radical change in the principles, opinions, sentiments,
and affections” of the hitherto loyal American subjects of George IIL. .

"The progress of the colonies in these years was nothing short of astound-
ing. Thanks to the fecundity of American motheis and the appeal of the
American land, population increased from 1,850,000 in 1765 to more than
2,500,000 in 1776. America’s troubles seemed only to make America more
alluring; immigrants arrived in especially large numbers between 1770 and
1773. The westward pressure of 650,000 new colonists was, of course, enor-
mous, and many new towns and settlements were planted in frontier lands
east of the proclamation line of 1763. The sharp increase in population of the
continental colonies lent support to arguments, especially popular after 1774,
that Americans would some day outnumber Englishmen, and that there was
“something absurd in supposing a continent to be perpetually governed by an
island.” Signs of increased wealth and well-being inspired other Americans to
sing the glories of “a commerce out of all proportion to our numbers.”

Far more significant than this material progress was the quickemed in-
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